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this plane. Most of the stars seen in the direction of the
plane are very distant from our point of observation; and
their relative visual faintness, together with their large
number, gives that impression of continuously distributed
luminosity which is observed by the naked eye. This pic-
ture of the stellar universe, proposed by Herschel more

FIGURE 53

A schematic view of the stellar system of the Milky Way, showing the
excentric position of the Sun.

than a century ago, formed a solid basis for all later studies
of the universe on a large scale.

THE NUMBER OF STARS IN THE SKY

Notwithstanding the common expression, "as many as
there are stars in the sky," the number of stars actually
seen by the naked eye is not at all large. In fact, the total
number of such stars, including those of both the northern
and the southern hemispheres, amounts to only a little
more than 6000; and at any one time, taking into account
the poor visibility near the horizon, hardly more than 2000
can be seen.

The situation changes, however, quite significantly when